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To My Fellow Funeral Professionals:  
 
It is my hope that this manual provides you with a starting point to understand the 
importance of Internet Search Engines and your firm’s ranking within them.  This is an 
introductory look at Search Engine Optimization and although there are other, more 
sophisticated strategies not covered in this manual, by taking these initial 10 Steps you will 
be further ahead than almost all of the other funeral homes in your area – if not all of them. 
 
Once you have completed these first 10 Steps, please let me know your results by contacting 
me at robin@funeralfuturist.com  and quite possibility you may be featured in the NEXT 10 
STEPS. You will also receive some “valuable inbound links” from yours truly – you will 
know what I am talking about after reading this manual.   
 
See you at the top of Google! 
 
 
 
 
 
Copyright © 2007, Heppell Funeral Planning Ltd., Victoria, B.C., CANADA.  
Version 1.1 – October 30, 2007 
 
ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. You may not share, distribute or modify this document in any manner, 
under any circumstances. 
 
DISCLAIMER / LEGAL NOTICES: The manual is supplied for informational purposes only and, as 
experienced in this subject matter as the author is, the material herein does not constitute 
professional advice.  The information presented herein represents the view of the author as of the 
date of publication.  Due to the rate with which conditions changes relating to the Internet, the 
author reserves his right to alter and update his opinion based on new conditions.  This manual is 
designed to provide accurate and authoritative information with regard to the subject matter covered.  
It is sold with the understanding that the publisher and the author is not engaged in rendering legal, 
accounting, or other professional advice.  If legal advice or other professional assistance is required, 
the services of a competent professional should be sought.  The reader is advised to consult with an 
appropriately qualified professional before making any business decision.  The author does not accept 
any responsibility for any liabilities resulting from the business decisions made by the purchasers of 
this manual.  Any perceived slights of specific people or organizations are unintentional. 
 
TRADEMARKS: Funeral Futurist is a registered trademark of Heppell Funeral Planning Ltd. in 
Canada and the United States of America and may not be used without written permission.  All other 
trademarks are the property of their respective owners. 
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Introduction to Search Engine Optimization 
 
What is Search Engine Optimization? 
 
Although the Internet existed before search engines came along and shook things up, it was 
much more difficult to find information. 
 
If you’re old enough, you might remember what the original Yahoo! homepage looked like.  
Called a “hierarchical directory,” it presented general categories, and users were expected to 
“drill down” through sub-categories until they found the information that they were seeking. 
 
This didn’t work so well; it was time-consuming to plow through these layers of categories.  
More importantly, users often didn’t know which categories to choose.  As the number of 
websites available on the Internet exploded in the late 1990s, it became nearly impossible to 
find just the right website with this method. 
 
The Rise of Google 
 
In 1998, Google began to transform the Internet by 
introducing a search engine that worked better than any 
other search engine to that point.  Search engines had 
existed before Google, but Google introduced many new 
revolutionary concepts, the most important of which was 
PageRank.  With PageRank, Google took into 
consideration the number and the quality of other sites 
that linked to a particular site. 
 
With the rise of Google, other search engines such as 
Yahoo! and Microsoft’s LiveSearch followed suit.  Well 
over half of all search engine traffic comes through 
Google, with the other half being shared by Yahoo!, 
Microsoft, and a handful of smaller search engines 
(accordingly, Google will often serve in this report as a synonym for all search engines). 
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If a website ranked high (that is, towards the top of the first page of search results), it could 
make or break a business.  Huge profits swings could be measured by the ranking of a 
business’ website on Google. 
 
Search Engine Optimization (SEO) 
 
Website owners naturally became interested in high ranking.  They discovered that by 
changing certain factors, they could rank higher or lower.  These factors sometimes were 
contained on the business’ website itself or sometimes were external to the website. 
 
Instead of being a victim to search engine rankings—which often appear arbitrary and 
capricious—these website owners found that they had a great measure of control over where 
they ranked. 
 
Many of these factors were incredibly simple—so simple that they could be accomplished on 
a Saturday morning over a cup of coffee.  These factors involved opening up the website 
editing software, changing a few lines, and republishing the site.  Other factors were more 
involved, such as writing more information for the website.  A final set of factors involved 
connecting your own website with similar websites—the linking process. 
 
Collectively, this is what we call Search Engine Optimization (SEO).  SEO means optimizing 
a website or blog so that it is more favorable to search engines, and thus will be ranked 
higher.  Understanding even a few basic SEO principles will help your website gain greater 
prominence in the search engines.   
 
As we will see, search engines have become vitally important even for an industry that, on 
the face of it, would apparently gain little from search engine traffic:  the funeral industry. 
 
The Importance of Local Search in the Funeral Industry 
 
The funeral service business is a people business.  As you are well aware, a funeral home 
depends on its reputation within a community, and reputation is usually conveyed by word 
of mouth.  No doubt you are active in your community with service clubs, city politics, 
charities—or just simply chatting with acquaintances you pass on the street or who come 
through the door.  You may wonder how search engine optimization can help your business. 
 
In Google, type in the name of your town and then enter any category of local service 
provider that traditionally has relied on word of mouth business.  Examples:  dentist, 
internist, neurologist, attorney, accountant.  Search results will appear on the first page for 
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each of these service providers.  While word of mouth is still vitally important to these 
service providers, you can bet that they are also getting business from being listed high in the 
search engine rankings. 
 
For an increasing number of users, search engines are the new Yellow Pages.  No longer are 
search engines used only to find books, airline tickets, and CDs.  They are being used to find 
local services.  
 
The funeral industry is no exception.  It is a local service.  It has traditionally been a word of 
mouth business.  Funeral homes can benefit from high Google rankings.  Welcome to the 
Internet Age. 
 
Search Engines Encourage Brick & Mortar Business 
 
Let’s dispel the rumor right away:  Google does not hate local, brick and mortar business.  
Quite the contrary.  Google loves local business; encourages brick and mortar. 
 
This is a change from the genesis of the Internet.  At the dawn of the Internet age, users were 
bombarded with propaganda from big old-media companies about how the Internet would 
connect disparate peoples and cultures.  In 1993, AT&T aired a series of commercials called 
Connections about how people could live in Los Angeles, yet “virtually” work for a Singapore 
company and shop for flowers at a store in Hawaii.  The promise was that brick and mortar 
would disappear—in favor of a virtual, digitized world. 
 
What happened was the opposite.  AT&T is now a non-existent Internet player.  Google, 
which loves local business, is supreme.  Now, we ask, “Who was right?” 
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Part One:  Your Website 
 
Step 1:  Make Keywords and Keyword Research Your Primary Goal 
 
Search engines love keywords.  Keywords are what drive searches.  When you apply SEO 
techniques to your website, keywords should be “key” in your mind. 
 
What are keywords?  Let’s leave SEO out of it for a minute and look at it from a user’s 
perspective.  Let’s say you were to open up Google, type “toronto funeral home” into the 
search box at top, and hit the Search button.  

 
Those are keywords:  “toronto funeral home.”  Also called “search terms,” keywords may not 
seem very important, but when you are applying SEO tactics to your website, they reign 
supreme.  From a reverse-engineering standpoint, you begin to see that if users are 
frequently typing “toronto funeral home” into Google—and you happen to be a funeral 
home located in Toronto—you’d better start using those exact words on your website.  You 
might also start to ponder whether there are other keywords that users type in when 
searching for the same topic. 
 
This is keyword research. 
 
Keyword Research 
 
You are a funeral director in Oklahoma City.  Your family has been in the business for 85 
years.  You were born and raised in the business.  Your funeral home, in your humble 
opinion, is the best around.   
 
In short, you know the business upside-down and inside out. 
 
Not only that, but you know the clientele very well—how they speak, how they think.  Does 
this mean you know what they will search for in Google? 
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No.  Not even close.  Keyword research allows you to 
enter the minds of users typing keywords into Google.  
When you conduct keyword research, you will find out 
the terms that users searched for in the recent past.  No 
matter which keyword research system or software you 
are using, the results are always more vague than you 
would like.  You don’t find out how many users searched 
for certain keywords or where those users are located.  
 
You will, however, find that there is a disconnect between you—a funeral director 
conversant in industry language—and users who know practically nothing about the 
business. 
 
Keyword research tells you what people really search for. 
 

• WordTracker:  A fairly pricey web-based membership keyword research tool, but 
considered one of the best by SEO experts.  However, for a limited amount of 
keyword research, WordTracker has a one week subscription that that is reasonably 
priced.  http://www.wordtracker.com  

• DigitalPoint Keyword Suggestion Tool:  DigitalPoint, a popular forum for SEO experts 
and other industry professionals, has a very good keyword research tool.  Research is 
much slower than with WordTracker, but it’s hard to complain—it’s free.  
http://www.digitalpoint.com/tools/suggestion/  

 

Hep’s Tip: Even if your name 
has the descriptor “funeral 
home” you will want to 
include other terms in your 
content such as funeral 
chapel, funeral director, 
undertaker, mortuary, parlor.  

http://wordtracker.com/?roia=!YzY5OQBVAAAZVkEAAjgI
http://www.digitalpoint.com/tools/suggestion/
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Don’t let yourself fall into the trap of writing for search engines rather than writing for real 
people.  Once you find out a few top-ranked keywords, it’s easy to start aiming your website 
toward those words.  What you really want to do is maintain the integrity of your website—
yet be flexible enough that you can sprinkle pages with the right keywords that users are 
really searching for. 
 
Step 2:  Vital Attributes 
 
Search engines pick up on keywords in your website better if they appear in reasonable 
quantity and are emphasized. 
 
With respect to numbers, SEO experts have long debated how often a keyword should 
appear on a webpage for a search engine to pick up on it.  This is called keyword density; it 
reflects the ratio of keywords to total number of words on a page.   
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In fact, years ago, site publishers would often load up their pages with huge quantities of 
keywords but in hidden areas.  Keywords were hidden in html code that could only be read 
and seen by the search engines and not by the average user. 
 
This tactic no longer works; in fact, it usually works against you.  Currently, the trend is 
moving towards using keywords more naturally and judiciously. 
 
Keywords can be found in the following places: 
 

• Title Tags:  Your webpage title can be found in the title bar at the very top of your 
browser.  If you are using Internet Explorer, this title bar is blue (keep it to 64 
characters or less). 

• Bold:  Text in bold face is considered by Google to be of higher importance than non-
bolded text. 

• Underline:  Underlined text is treated in a similar fashion by Google as boldface. 
• Anchor Text:  Another important way of emphasizing keywords, anchor text is the 

(usually) blue, clickable link within text.  If you are familiar with html, the code 
behind web pages, it looks like this:   

<a href=http://www.YourFuneralChapel.com> Your Funeral 
Chapel </a> 
It would appear on the web page in blue underlined text as Your Funeral 
Chapel. 

• Internal Links:  Internal links, like anchor text, are clickable text.  Except internal 
links take you to another place on the same web page or to another web page within 
the same site. 
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Step 3:  Other Important Attributes 
 
There are a number of other attributes where you can emphasize keywords.  These attributes 
can’t hurt, but they are not absolutely necessary to have: 
 

• Meta Description:  Represented by the tag <meta name="description" content="[fill in 
a description of the web page here]"> in the html code.  While the days of obtaining 
higher ranking with clever meta descriptions are long past, this is a very important 
tag because this is what Google users see when results come up.  If you leave this 
blank, users may just see a lot of gibberish that doesn’t accurately reflect what you 
have to offer them (keep it close to 150 characters). 

<meta name="description" content="Funeral Planning gives 
you and your family peace of mind. There is no cost, 
obligation or membership fee for pre planning at McCall's 
in Victoria, BC."> 
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• Image:  Images on your webpage can have keywords hidden in the html code.  A fair 
description of the image and the page’s content is the best approach.  Filling the 
description with too many keywords is not only tedious, it will get you nowhere in 
the rankings. 

• Headers:  Main headings and sub-headings signal important topics on a web page.  
These are represented in html as <h1>, <h2>, <h3>, etc. 

<h1 align="center">Funeral Pre-Planning</h1> 

• Meta Tags:  Keywords can be hidden within a web page, visible only to search engines 
and the most intrepid human searchers.  The most prominent example is the meta 
keyword tag:  <meta name="keywords”>  The portion of the tag following “keywords” 
can be filled with keywords descriptive of that page’s content.  No, you can’t pump 
hundreds of keywords in there and hope for better rankings.  Long ago in the past, 
this was possible, but no more. 

<meta name="keywords" content="Funeral, planning, pre-
planning, Victoria"> 

Note: At the time of publication, Google & Yahoo do not give any weight to meta 
keywords but MSN still does, as well as some of the smaller search engines as well.   

 
Step 4:  Original Content 
 
It’s almost impossible to over-emphasize how important it 
is to include lots of good, original content in your website.  
Google loves sites with lots of quality, rich content, and 
abhors sites that are heavy on ads and short on real 
information.   
 
An old saying (at least in terms of Internet age) goes:  
“People search Google for information, not to buy things.”  
We should add that searching for and finding good 
information usually leads to commerce. 
 
First, what is content?  It’s not just a trendy word for text.  
Content can be anything of informational value that you 
offer to your users:  text, photos, maps, videos, interactive 
features, games, and more.  However, text-based content is 
the easiest type of content to add because all it takes is a 
person with a computer and some knowledge of a certain 
subject. 
 

Hep’s Warning:  
If you received stock website 
content from your web 
development company – 
BEWARE!  This content 
probably got indexed by the 
Search Engines before it was 
on your site so it may get 
tagged as duplicate content. 
 
Hep’s Suggestion:  
Go through those pages that 
were given to you as stock 
content and edit them just a 
bit including your KEYWORDS 
such as your City / Town plus 
specific descriptive words.  
This is also a good time to 
bold or underline keywords 
as well.   
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Bias Against Duplicate Content 
 
One requirement of content is that it must be original.  Google favors the wide dissemination 
of original thinking and by curbing what they call “duplicate content,” they hope to achieve 
this. 
 
After all, anybody with basic computer skills knows how to use the copy/paste function.  If 
it’s that easy to lift someone else’s content, Google isn’t about to reward anyone who does 
that with high rankings.  Google has filters in place which detect sites using duplicate 
content, and they lower such sites’ rankings accordingly. 
 
In fact, it gets worse.  Websites are listed—more correctly called “indexed”—by Google only 
by the good graces of Google.  If they detect too much duplicate content, they will de-index 
you.  When your site is not indexed by Google, for all intents and purposes you do not exist 
on the web.   
 
Let that be a lesson:  original content only! 
 
Step 5:  Fresh, Updated Content 
 
The other side of the content coin is that it must be fresh, new, and updated.  This doesn’t 
mean that existing content on your site must be continually revised and updated - that 
content can stay. 
 
What it means is that new content must be added to your site in a steady trickle for Google 
to favor you with high rankings.   
 
Trickle?  Why not a deluge?  Certain less-than-legitimate webmasters, called blackhats, often 
publish huge, content-filled sites all at once.  With a push of a button, suddenly ten thousand 
pages may appear—all from the same website.  Aware of 
this, Google sniffs out big page dumps and will limit their 
rankings or indexing accordingly.  It’s difficult to produce 
a big page dump like this by hand, but it’s something you 
should be aware of. 
 
Four Tips for Delivering Fresh, Original Content to 
Your Website 
 
So how do you trickle content to your website?  What do 
you write about? 
 

Hep’s Super Tip: If you create 
new html pages for each 
new obituary or (better yet) 
you use blogging software for 
your obituaries, make sure 
you do this: when creating 
the obituary, customize your 
Title Tag to read: “John Doe, 
of Atlanta, GA, Funeral 
Service at Your Funeral 
Chapel, Decatur, GA” 
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1. Online Obits and Condolences / Tributes: If you have ever heard me talk before about 
the number 1 way to drive traffic to your website is posting obituaries and 
condolences.  It is also the easiest way to have fresh content.  It will contain rich 
content that will help you in the search engines – terms like “... died in Los Angeles, 
California” or “Funeral Service will be held at ...” or “Cremation will follow ...”   

2. As a funeral director, you have your ear close to national and especially local trends.  
On a weekly basis, you produce a couple of articles that you can upload to your site or 
give to your website company for publication. 

3. Do you have a blog?  In fact, some websites may have a blog embedded in the 
homepage.  Signing into a blog and adding an informed but quick few paragraphs 
about your funeral home and services is as easy as writing an email.  Better yet, write 
about general industry-related topics that average readers might read. 

4. Maybe you have a hidden Hemingway on your staff?  Post feelers and see if someone 
would be interested in writing content for your site.  You’ll probably be surprised 
when you get avid takers. 

5. Pay a freelancer.  Many online services act as intermediaries between people who 
need content and people who write content.  Many of these writers are accustomed to 
writing about general topics and may not have much knowledge of the funeral 
industry.  It’s usually worth sticking with a writer for awhile and grooming that 
person until they can write knowledgeably about the business. This option may be 
less expensive than you think – we have a team of copywriters experienced in “End-of 
Life” issues - call 1 (800) 810-3595 for more information. 
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Part Two:  Other Websites 
 
Websites do not exist in a vacuum.  They co-exist in a vast network of billions of other 
websites and web pages, most of which are connected by links.   
 
Google’s founders, Larry Page and Sergey Brin, founded their search engine on high-level 
principles.  This is the social nature of the Internet that Google promotes:  websites that 
share camaraderie with like-minded websites and freely pass information between 
themselves.   
 
When you apply SEO techniques to your site, it’s important to remember Google’s ideals.  
These ideals shape Google’s policies regarding ranking very high—or abysmally low—in 
their results pages. 
 
Step 6:  Obtain Links from Other Sites 
 
Think links . . . 
 
Next to the advice about original and fresh content, this is probably the best SEO tip you can 
ever get.  Your website can never have too many links.  Later, we will caveat that statement, 
but for now let’s just think in terms of links, lots of them. 
 
What kind of links?  We have already discussed two kinds of links:  internal links within 
your site and external links out to other sites. 
 
By and large, the most important kind of link you can get is a link from another website that 
points to your website.  Google uses the frequency of such links—sometimes called inbound 
links or backlinks—to your site as a type of barometer to gauge how popular or important 
your site is. 
 
Large Quantity of Links Not Always Good 
 
Lots of listings are good.  The more, the better?  Not necessarily.  Because of the potential for 
abuse, Google favors links from sites within the same area of expertise.  Funeral home 
websites do best if outside sites also within the funeral industry link to them.  It doesn’t do 
much good if a brake and muffler shop’s website links to your funeral home.  Such links are 
not necessarily worthless, though.  They just don’t have as much weight as links coming 
from sites within the same topic as yours. 
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One Way vs. Two Way Links 
 
Now let’s take it up another notch.  You’ve got the links from sites within the funeral 
business.  Are you finished? 
 
No, because Google considers one-way links more valuable than two-way links. 
 

• One Way Link:  a site links to you, but you do not link to them. 
• Two Way Link:  your site and another site mutually link to each other (sometimes 

referred to as reciprocal links).  
 
One reasoning behind this is that linking is sometimes 
abused by something called “link exchanges.”  Site owners 
can find on-line services which allow them to get a link to 
their website, provided they put a link on their site to the 
other site.  This becomes a problem when people exchange 
links by the thousands. 
 
Powerful Extensions:  .gov and .edu 
 
The power of linking is increased further if your site links 
from a class of highly valued websites, often called “authority sites.”  Most often, these are 
websites run by governments, schools, and other organizations.  These authority sites can be 
recognized by their domain name (or web address) extensions: 
 

• Educational Institutions:  .edu.  Example:  www.Harvard.edu for Harvard University 
• Government:  .gov.  Example:  www.FTC.gov for the U.S. Federal Trade Commission 

 
There is also the organization extension, .org.  One example is:  www.icfa.org for 
International Cemetery and Funeral Association.  Yet the .org extensions are far less valuable 
than the .edu or .gov extensions because .org extensions are up for sale on the free market.  
Anybody can register a website with a .org extension for a modest price.  But .edu and .gov 
extensions are not freely given out, and any institutions wishing to register such a domain 
extension must pass a rigorous examination. 
 
The catch is that it’s extremely difficult to get an educational institution or government to 
link to your site.  These are highly coveted links, hard to obtain, but not impossible.  If 
you’re active in the funeral industry, have good contacts in government or local universities, 
and have a website that provides stellar information—you might be able to persuade one of 
your contacts to put a link on their site.   
 

Hep’s Tip: Make one small, 
simple request in exchange 
for your volunteer time.  If 
you or your spouse is on the 
town council or the school 
board, in your profile make 
sure that they link to your site.  
If you are on the board of a 
Mortuary School – get a link. 
If you are involved with your 
university’s alumni – get a link.   
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Case Study in Linking:  National Funeral Directors Association 
 
Search Google for “funeral directors,” and one of the very top results you get is for the 
National Funeral Directors Association.  It’s good to be on the first page; amazing to be at 
position number one or two.  Why is the NFDA so highly ranked? 
 
While the NFDA is certainly a well respected organization within the funeral industry, 
Google doesn’t know that.  Google evaluates rankings by more objective factors, and one of 
those factors is inbound links.  To be ranked so high, NFDA must have both a large number 
of inbound links and those links must be of high quality. 
 
Let’s go to a website called Alexa (http://www.alexa.com).   Owned by Amazon.com, Alexa is 
a great “spy” tool that gives you lots of great information about other websites.  In the Site 
Info box, we type in www.nfda.org and what comes back is a wealth of information.   
 
What we really care about is the Sites Linking In option.  Click this and see that around 300 
websites have links on them that point to the NFDA’s site.  That’s a pretty good number. 
 
Examine some of those sites.  CBS News and Business Week, both highly ranked websites, 
both point to NFDA.  But real power is derived from this one link:  the U.S. Federal Trade 
Commission.  This is a well-regarded, highly-ranked .gov site, and it doesn’t hurt that the 
reference within the FDA’s site is favorable, too. 
 

 

http://www.alexa.com/
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Many links.  And good links.  That’s the key. 
 
Submitting Articles to Get Links 
 
There is another method of obtaining links to your site, though you should expect limited 
success with this:  article submission. 
 
With this process, you write a short, helpful, and original article about a particular topic, 
such as selecting music for a funeral, tips for writing obituaries, or help for preparing a 
eulogy. 
 
You then submit the article to a free article submission service, like Ezinearticles.com 
(http://www.ezinearticles.com).  In the bio line, you write a few sentences about yourself 
and your business and—here is the important part—you add a link to your site. 
 
Website publishers who need content for their sites can pick up your article free of charge 
and post it to their site.  If enough websites pick up your articles—and that link to your own 
site—you will have a lot of links pointing to you. 
 
However, you have no control over which sites pick up your articles.  Many garbage website 
publishers pick up free articles by the thousands simply for the purpose of collecting ad 
revenues for ads they put on their sites.   
 
Conversely, you never want to use free articles on your own site.  Since these articles are 
likely appearing on many other sites, this is far from being the kind of original content that 
Google likes to see. 
 
Caution Against Link-Buying 
 
Certain companies act as brokers between highly-ranked websites and other websites that 
need links pointing to them.  The websites that need links pay the highly-ranked sites a fee 
in the range of $50-$250 per month.  In return, the highly ranked sites put a small link on 
one or several of their pages, pointing to the needy site.  It doesn’t take much:  just a small 
image or text link.   
 
The problem is two-fold.  Buying text links gets expensive real fast.  Remember, your site 
doesn’t need just one or two links but many links pointing to it.  The second problem is that 
Google has lately been cracking down on this practice.  It is expected that text link buying 
will go out of fashion in the near future. 
 

http://www.ezinearticles.com/
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Three Ways to Get Good Inbound Links 
 
1.  Ask Colleagues to Place a Link to Your Site on Their Site 
 
Having cordial relationships with colleagues means occasionally trading favors.  Start with 
your best acquaintances within the funeral industry.  Do you have any contacts within the 
funeral industry who would agree to place a link to your site on their site?  The downside is 
that they will likely want you to return the favor.  Two-way linking:  not the worst thing, 
but it doesn’t give you as much link power. 
 
2.  Approach Colleagues—Offer to Do a Favor for Them 
 
Colleagues with high-quality, highly-ranked websites should realize the value of having 
good, original content.  They may agree to place a one-way link on their site in return for a 
short article about some topic regarding the funeral business.  The going “rate” is roughly one 
link per 400-450 word article, though this can vary wildly depending on the quality of their 
site and on the warmth of your relationship. You can then make alterations to that article - 
including adding local terms - and post it to your site. 
 
3.  Linkbait 
 
Linkbait means to put something on your site that is so tantalizing, interesting, and unusual 
that it will catch people’s attention and get them to link to your site.  Lately, linkbait has 
become a dirty word because some people produce salacious materials that almost ensure a 
buzz in the Internet community.  But linkbait, in its purest sense, just means to have 
something on your site that will cause others to say, “Hey, look at this!  Check out this link!”  
Linkbait is a mini P.R. campaign, so producing tantalizing material isn’t enough by itself.  
You need to come up with ways to drum up some interest.  A well-conducted linkbait 
campaign that brings in hundreds or even thousands of inbound links can have a significant 
impact on your site’s rankings. A basic example would be to have Grief Resources on your 
site.  Other sites like Hospice and Victim Services may link to those pages instead of linking 
to the funeral home’s home page.  
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Part Three: Links from Website Directories 
 
Website directories abound on the Internet.  These directories can be general or they can be 
specialized around a certain topic.  Inclusion in website directories is usually free or available 
for a nominal charge. 
 
The reasons you might want your funeral services listed in a website directory: 
 

• So that people might find your services through that directory. 
• So that your site gains links pointing to it. 

 
Often, these two goals are mutually exclusive.  In the second instance, you are trying to get 
as many sites as possible to link to your site, much in the way that you would try to get 
websites to link to you.  A directory, after all, is nothing more than a very large website. 
 
Better Directories 
 
Website directories exist for many different reasons.  The best website directories truly seek 
to act like a directory that people might consult for information—much like the way one 
might consult a traditional phone directory.   
 
Worse Directories 
 
The worst directories are nothing more than advertising platforms, employing publicly 
available or user-supplied information as free content.  There are services available on-line 
that will auto-submit your website to thousands of such directories for impossibly low fees.  
In terms of ranking on Google, inclusion in a few of these directories generally can’t hurt 
your site and may even help—but only a very little bit.  It’s not worth submitting to 
hundreds of these directories, but you may find a few worthwhile ones to submit to 
manually. 
 
Step 7:  Seek Inclusion in Industry-Relevant Website Directories 
 
As previously noted, you preferably want links pointing to your website from like-minded 
websites.  The same rule applies to directories.  General topic directories—directories which 
cover practically every topic under the sun—have very little value to you. 
 
First, few people searching for funeral services will ever find your business through such a 
directory.  Second, Google places extremely low value on general topic directories. 
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Dmoz 
 
There is one notable exception among the general directories:  Dmoz 
(http://www.dmoz.org).  Dmoz is an open-source project edited by volunteers.  Dmoz is a 
hierarchical directory, which means that you work your way down from general to specific 
topics.  For instance, the funeral industry is represented in the Death Care subcategory.  But 
to get there, you first have to start on the Dmoz home page, click on Society, click on Death, 
and then finally click on Death Care. 
 
Inclusion in Dmoz will almost certainly result in more traffic to your website, both from the 
link power associated with Dmoz and the fact that people may actually be searching Dmoz 
for information.  However, it is notoriously difficult, if not impossible, to get included in 
Dmoz.  Highly commercial websites with little information will likely have a difficult time 
getting included in Dmoz.  Dmoz has an easy submission process, so it’s always worthwhile 
to submit.   

 
 
Funeral Industry Directories 
 
One solution is to seek inclusion in industry directories.  There are a number of funeral 
industry directories, some better than others: 
 

• The National Directory of Morticians, best known for its printed Red Book, has an 
on-line directory that is associated with that book.  Fee-based inclusion.  
(http://www.funeral-dir.com & http://www.redbookcanada.com).  

• US Funerals On-Line is an extensive, fee-based on-line directory of funeral services 
(http://www.us-funerals.com).  

• FuneralNet (http://ww.funeralnet.com)  
• USA Funeral Homes Online (http://www.usafuneralhomesonline.com)  
• Funeral Homes Directory (http://www.funeralhomesdirectory.com)  

http://www.dmoz.org/
http://www.funeral-dir.com/
http://www.redbookcanada.com/
http://www.us-funerals.com/
http://ww.funeralnet.com/
http://www.usafuneralhomesonline.com/
http://www.funeralhomesdirectory.com/
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• Funeral Service Providers.com (http://www.FuneralServiceProviders.com)   
• Canadian Funeral Homes (http://www.generations.on.ca/funeral.htm)  
• Legacy.com (http://www.legacy.com):  only lists your name and address 

 
Many of the better on-line funeral industry directories may send traffic to your website by 
virtue of users finding your business in that directory.  However, in terms of providing link 
power to your site, and thus increasing your ranking, they are often no better than the more 
commonplace directories. 
 
Determining PageRank 
 
The way you can find out if a links from a certain site are good for your site is to evaluate 
how good that other site is.  Google determines the value of a website’s page by means of 
PageRank. 
 
PageRank is a 0 through 10 rating of how important Google feels a certain web page is.  No 
one really knows how Google determines PageRank, because their algorithm—the muscle 
behind their search engine system—is a proprietary trade secret.  But one can generally say 
that web pages with many links pointing to them are rated higher than pages with less 
inbound links. 
 
Note that we say:  web page, not website.  A website is a collection of many web pages.  
Google rates web pages on an individual basis.  A website may have pages that are ranked 9, 
other pages ranked 3, and even some at zero.  A ten is almost impossible to obtain.  Google 
naturally ranks its own pages very highly, but this is not due to any human bias – it is 
because its pages have so many inbound links pointing to them.  Even the Yahoo! homepage, 
one of the oldest and most venerable features on the Internet, with literally hundreds of 
millions of inbound links, sometimes slides between a 10 and 9 PageRank. For funeral home 
websites a PageRank of 3 to 5 is good, 6 to 8 or higher is phenomenal!  
 
If a website has just introduced a page with new content, that page will have no PageRank.  
It will take some time for that page to accrue PageRank. 

http://www.funeralserviceproviders.com/
http://www.generations.on.ca/funeral.htm
http://www.legacy.com/
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Google Toolbar 
 
The easiest way to determine PageRank is to install the Google Toolbar 
(http://toolbar.google.com).  Google Toolbar has many features on it, and one feature is a 
thermometer-type PageRank bar.  This PageRank bar will slide from zero to ten depending 
on the value of the page your browser happens to be displaying at the moment. 
 
That said, PageRank is imperfect—as evidenced by its capricious view of the Yahoo! 
homepage.  Use PageRank to get a general feel for a website.  If all of a site’s pages rank zero, 
it won’t help you much to have an inbound link to your site on that site. 
 
Step 8:  Are You Included in Local Directories? 
 
Directories focus on many different things, but the most important focus for any funeral 
business is geographical.  More than nearly any other business, funeral homes are rooted to 
the communities where they are located.  A family in Pennsylvania searching Google for a 
funeral business isn’t interested in funeral homes in Tucson, Ottawa, or Los Angeles. 
 
Local on-line directories are compiled from telephone directories so the measure of control 
you have over the listings is limited.  However, you should ensure that your telephone listing 
is correct and that, if available, you have listed your website address, as well. 
 

• Yellow Book (www.yellowbook.com)  
• Yellow Pages (www.yellowpages.com)  
• InfoUSA (www.infousa.com) 
• Strategis – Industry Canada 

(http://strategis.ic.gc.ca/sc_coinf/ccc/engdoc/cc_login.html)  
• Acxiom (www.acxiom.com)  
• Dex (www.dexknows.com)  
• GeoSign (www.geosign.com)  
• Amacai (www.amacai.com)  

 

http://toolbar.google.com/
http://www.yellowbook.com/
http://www.yellowpages.com/
http://www.infousa.com/
http://strategis.ic.gc.ca/sc_coinf/ccc/engdoc/cc_login.html
http://www.acxiom.com/
http://www.dexknows.com/
http://www.geosign.com/
http://www.amacai.com/
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Part Four: Submitting to Search Engines on a Local Level 
 
One of the best-kept secrets about Google:  they love local business.  In fact, they love local 
business so much that they do everything they can to promote it.   
 
When your site is indexed and ranked by Google, it could be anywhere in the rankings.  Try 
this experiment.  Search for two parameters that describe your business, but don’t use your 
exact business name.  The two parameters are:  your city name and “funeral home.”  
Hopefully, your listing will be on the first page.  That’s always the best case scenario. 
 
But what if it isn’t?  Luckily, there is a shortcut, and that shortcut is called Local Business 
Center.   
 
Step 9:  Emphasize Local Search 
 
Google Local Business Center (http://Google.com/local/add)  
 
In less than ten minutes, Business Center takes you through 7 short forms to fill out with 
basic information such as your name, phone number, hours of operation, address, and 
photos.  You can even design a custom coupon to be used in conjunction with Google 
Checkout, should you ever engage in e-commerce activities.   
 
The best thing is that by registering with Local Business Center, you’re typically ranked at 
the top of page one, along with other businesses that have taken advantage of the same 
service.   A small map pinpoints the location of your business and the other businesses. 
 
As with anything relating to Google, there are no guarantees.  Even after submitting your 
information, it could take many weeks before you are listed.  Listing with Local Business 
Center is free.  This is the site where you register for the Local Business Center. 

http://google.com/local/add
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This is the desired results:  

 
Yahoo! Local (http://local.yahoo.com)  
 
The main difference between Google Local Business Center and Yahoo! Local is that Google’s 
results are on the main Google page. The local listings for Yahoo! are on a different page, 
Yahoo! Local, which gets less traffic than the main Yahoo! page.   

 

http://local.yahoo.com/
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Part Five:  Extra Steps to Boost Search Engine Rankings 
 
Step 10:  Optimize to an Even Higher Level 
If you’ve completed the previous nine steps to boost your Google rankings, you’re far ahead 
of the game and further ahead of your competition.  You’ve taken steps that a majority of 
website owners never take. 
 
But why stop there?  If you’ve got the time and the inclination, here are tips to raise your 
rankings even higher. 
 
Submit Your Site to the Search Engines 
 
When you create and publish a website, Google’s “spiders” (computer programs that search 
the Internet to find new websites) eventually get around to finding your pages and indexing 
them.  One way to shortcut the process is to inform Google that you’re here and you would 
like to be spidered, is to submit your website to them. 
 

• Google:  http://www.google.com/addurl/  
• Yahoo!:  http://search.yahoo.com/info/submit.html  
• MSN:  http://search.msn.com.sg/docs/submit.aspx 

 
These submission tools only need to be used once.  How do you know if you are indexed in 
Google?  While you can pick up a few results by searching for your funeral home name, the 
best way to count the actual number of pages indexed by Google is by typing this into the 
search box: 

site:www.yourfuneralchapel.com 
 

Here are the results for 
“site:www.heppellfuneralsolutions.com” and you will see a 
good example of Title Tags and Meta Descriptions.   
 

Hep’s Sneaky Tip: Do the 
same with your competitor’s 
domain name. 
(site:www.competitor.com) 
This will instantly tell you if 
they are using up-to-date 
S.E.O. strategies or not.  If 
they are, it will tell you what 
keywords are important to 
them – don’t automatically 
copy their keywords as they 
may have not done their 
keyword research yet – like 
you have! 
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Add a Sitemap 
 
Have you ever seen a website that has one page purely devoted to listing every single page on 
that site?  You may think it’s a helpful thing designed for users; actually, it’s there for 
Google’s spiders.  Google Webmaster Tools lets you create a more sophisticated sitemap to 
make the crawling process even easier for its spiders.  Find at:  
http://google.com/Webmasters/Sitemap  
 

http://google.com/Webmasters/Sitemap
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Take Advantage of Google Analytics 
 
For many website owners, it’s a complete mystery where traffic comes from, what they click 
on, and what they really want.  Google Analytics, a highly regarded and completely free 
service, rips away the veil of mystery.  With Google Analytics, you can get a general picture 
of where your visitors come from and what they do once they arrive at your site. 
 

 
 
Title File Names with Keywords 
 
Make your file names more descriptive of what’s really on the page.  If your site has a page 
primarily about assisted home funerals, ensure that the file name looks something like this:  
www.YourFuneralChapel.com/AssistedHomeFunerals.  A nonsense name like 
www.YourFuneralChapel.com/dkj667523ggh does nothing for you.   
 
Remember:  when you start changing file names, you are essentially introducing completely 
new pages to Google to evaluate, index, and rank.  If you have an already high-ranking page, 
you may want to think twice about changing file names.  Even though a redirect process 
through your web host is possible, it’s best to leave things as they are.   
 
Avoid Flash 
 
Flash is a web design tool that has won the hearts of web designers.  It creates slick, 
interactive websites with menus that slide, drop, expand, move, and do just about anything 
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else you can imagine.  It’s also instant death to your SEO efforts.  Google’s spiders cannot 
crawl Flash and for this reason, I recently removed my Flash Navigation from 
http://www.heppellfuneralsolutions.com. Flash is however, great for playing video clips – 
YouTube’s videos are in Flash but their web pages are not. Pure, clean html is the best way to 
write a webpage for SEO purposes.  
 
Long Term Domain Name Registration 
 
After a domain name is registered, it gets older and matures.  Older domain names are 
favored by Google; young domain names create suspicion.  The reason is because blackhat 
webmasters buy up lots of cheap domain names, run them into the ground to make quick 
money off of advertising, and then abandon them.  Longevity is another one of those ideals 
that Google likes to promote.  So make sure you’ve got your domain name registered for at 
least a 2 year period.  Five year periods are possible, too, which does save you from having to 
re-register every year.  Not to mention, web hosts typically offer discounts for long term 
domain name registration. 
 
Conclusion:  So Why Aren’t You Doing This? 
 
One common theme in forums frequented by SEO experts is that the SEO process has, for 
them, become seamless and invisible.  Many say that they don’t even think about basics like 
emphasizing keywords, adding meta tags, or developing link relationships.  These things 
have become second nature, just like pedaling is second nature to the process of riding a bike. 
If your website was created before 2006, any Search Engine Optimization efforts made then 
will be out of date now.  Also, many funeral home websites of that vintage were not made 
with SEO in mind.  Don’t blame the web developer though, just like the carpenter that 
builds a house is not responsible for selling it.   
 
After some initial effort, these techniques will become easy and familiar to you, too.  You 
will discover opportunities that you never knew existed.  You will look for linking 
relationships.  You will start to get new ideas for writing updated web content. 
 
Take the step today toward optimizing your website for Google. 
 

http://www.heppellfuneralsolutions.com/
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Who is Robin Heppell & What is a Funeral Futurist? 
 
Purpose 
Robin Heppell has identified a real need for funeral homes in North America to have access 
to business consultants that have relevant knowledge of today's business operations, given 
that many of the challenges faced today were not present in generations past.  By combining 
his expertise in technology and pre-need, his formal business knowledge and his deep-rooted 
legacy in the funeral profession, Heppell feels that he can help funeral homes be more 
competitive, more profitable, and provide the best possible service for the families they 
serve.  
 
Background 
Heppell is a fourth generation funeral director who got his 
start in the family business with his grandfather, William 
Egan of Egan Funeral Home in Bolton, ON.  Washing cars, 
gardening, and making middle-of-the-night transfers - as with 
many generational funeral directors – were the tasks that 
Robin cut his teeth on.  Being born and raised in Victoria, BC 
though, Heppell returned to the west coast after the summers 
in Ontario and started his career with David McCall, at 
McCall Bros. Funeral Directors. 
 
After a decade of funeral directing and embalming, Heppell took on the new challenge of 
Preneed in 1996.  By not giving in to the Insurance Council of B.C.'s antiquated rules, he 
obtained his life insurance license, formed Heppell Funeral Planning Ltd. and was on his 
entrepreneurial way.  During this mind shift between at-need and pre-need, Heppell taught 
himself the ins and outs of sales and marketing while keeping abreast of all of the latest 
technologies.  In 1998, he was rewarded for his pre-need efforts when he ranked first in 
North America for overall sales for NSM's Pre-need Program, despite being burdened with a 
75+% cremation rate.  
 
He continued to balance his pre-need duties with the demands of keeping McCall's 
technologically up-to-date.  In the mid-nineties, Heppell created a call management database 
with a form and report generator, which due to its robustness, McCall's still relies on today.  
When the time came for McCall's to be fully-wired, Heppell was the project manager for the 
implementation of the 15 unit network.  With his knowledge continually expanding on the 
tech side, he joined forces with Todd Abrams, the president of FX-Directors Solutions, of 
Dallas, TX; where he represented them throughout Canada until 2006.  It was at this time 
that the transformation from Planning to Solutions occurred as Heppell saw a greater need 
and opportunity beyond pre-need.  He realized that he also needed to further round out his 
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knowledge so he obtained his Bachelor of Commerce degree from Royal Roads University, 
with a focus on Entrepreneurial Management.  

 
All of this, together with writing articles and presenting 
seminars, is the current direction of Robin’s journey.  
Although it has consisted of many turns and bends it relates 
back to his core values of providing the best, most 
meaningful services for families by equipping funeral 
homes and cemeteries with the necessary skills and tools.  
To this he credits the emulation of his Dad’s passion for 
teaching and coaching and of his Grandpa’s commitment to 
his community. 
 
 

Looking to the Future 
The current situation in the funeral profession is tougher than it has ever been and Heppell 
realizes that the next five to ten years will be the same or even tougher.  Nonetheless, he sees 
a bright future ahead - not just by relying on the impending “Death Boom” – but believes 
that those who are willing to address the current situation will reap the benefits both now 
and in the future. 
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Resources 
 
Hep’s SEO Analysis Worksheet for Funeral Homes ..............................................32 
 
This worksheet allows you to analyze your funeral home’s website from a Search Engine 
Optimization perspective.  This tool works well when taking a before and after look after 
implementing your SEO efforts.  Also, use two or more of them side by side for a competitive 
comparison to see how you stack up to them – or how much further ahead you are after 
optimizing your website. 
 
A Microsoft Word Document version is available at the following link:  
 http://www.heppellfuneralsolutions.com/pdl/HFS-SEO-Analysis.doc 
 
 
Hep’s SEO Worksheet and Submission Guidelines for Funeral Homes ......33 
 
This worksheet allows you to easy submit SEO improvements to your web developers.  
Collectively they will serve as a checklist to ensure that the developers have completed all of 
the changes that you requested.   
 
A Microsoft Word Document version is available at the following link:  
 http://www.heppellfuneralsolutions.com/pdl/HFS-SEO-Submission-Guide.doc 
 

http://www.heppellfuneralsolutions.com/pdl/HFS-SEO-Analysis.doc
http://www.heppellfuneralsolutions.com/pdl/HFS-SEO-Submission-Guide.doc
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Google Rankings for Keywords: http://tools.seobook.com/general/mass-domains/ 
Note: Replace “Your City” with the name of your city or town (Ctrl + H) 

Funeral “Your City”:  
Funeral Home “Your City”:  
“Your City” Funeral:  
“Your City” Funeral Home:  
Cremation “Your City”: 
“Your City” Cremation:  
Notes for Your Firm:  
 
 

  
Manual Review: Browser > Menu Bar > View > Source (or Page Source) 

Title of page:  
Content:  
Metatags – Description:  
Metatags – Keywords:  
Header Tags H1:  
Alt. Image Tags:  
Select All (Ctrl+A): No Text 
Notes for Your Firm:  
 
 
   

Front Page Information: http://whois.domaintools.com/ 
SEO Score:  
Meta Relevance:  
Notes for Your Firm:  
 
 

  
SEOMOZ.org Page Strength: http://www.seomoz.org/page-strength/ 

Page Strength:  
Links Pointing to URL:  
Links Pointing to Domain:  
Alexa Rank:  
DMOZ listings:  
Google PageRank:  
Notes for Your Firm:  
 
 

  
Automated Spider Analyzer http://tools.seobook.com/general/spider-test/ 

Notes for Your Firm:  
 
 
  
Final Comments for Your Firm:  
 

 

http://tools.seobook.com/general/mass-domains/
http://whois.domaintools.com/
http://www.seomoz.org/page-strength/
http://tools.seobook.com/general/spider-test/
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Domain Name:  
 
(eg. www.YourFuneralChapel.com):  
Web page file name:  
 
(eg. index.html) 
Title of page:  
 
(Notes: Keywords first, then company name; 64 characters or less) 
Metatags – Description:  
 
 
 
(Notes: This is the blurb that Search Engines display in Search Results; approx. 150 characters) 
Metatags – Keywords:  
 
(Note: Choose only five keywords or phrases or less)  
Header Tags:  
H1:  
H2:  
H2:  
H3:  
H3:  
H3:  
H3:  
(Note: Make sure your on-page titles are not images, have them as headers instead – this applies 
to sub-headers as well) 
Image Tags:  
 
 
(Note: List images on page with appropriate image tag) 
Content:  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(Note: replace content on your page so that it is ‘Keyword Rich’ and that you have utilitized 
attributes like bold, underline, & italics) 

  
 




